Abstract Sustainable environmental development can only be achieved through sustainable community development. To achieve this objective a number of challenges need to be addressed: overcoming the legacy of the past, eradicating rural poverty, understanding local conditions and planning programmes accordingly, avoiding the use of community development as a PR exercise, coordinating efforts, finding a fit between conservation and tourism and, finally, making the community a partner in conservation management. In this paper these challenges are illustrated with examples from practice and with a case study of a successful community project in a nature conservation area.
Introduction
The question is: how to utilize natural resources wisely in combating poverty without depleting them and depriving future generations of their legacy? This still-unanswered question was posed in the 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development Report (WCED, 1987) . Since the publication of that report, debate and theorizing on sustainable environmental development have intensified. In this paper our purpose is not to contribute to the theoretical debate. Instead our focus is on the practical level, the coalface where development and non-development occur: at the level of rural environmental conservation areas, surrounded by poor communities.
Can the abundance provided by nature in these areas be secured for future generations while being utilized, at the same time, to meet the material needs of the present generation? Put differently, can local communities benefit from conservation areas without depleting the natural resource to extinction? We believe the answer is yes -subject, of course, to a number of conditions. In this paper we identify and discuss some of the conditions. We also illustrate the potential of enviro-community partnerships with a case study. The paper is based on research and on the authors' practical experience over two decades in South Africa's rural areas.
Defining the problem
In the past the natural environment of South Africa was protected through nature conservation in official conservation areas. Conservation was achieved through fences, patrols, breeding and cultivation programmes and, of course, research into bio-diversity. The achievements were equal to those anywhere in the world, and today it boasts some of the best-preserved nature reserves globally. In fact, the South African natural heritage is worldrenowned and has become a major tourist attraction.
Since the upsurge of the debate on sustainable development, eco-politics have changed nationally and internationally. South Africa also experienced the democratic liberation in 1994, and with it came a liberal constitution, a bill of human rights and a government that professes to be people-centred in performing its governing functions. The social, economic, political and environmental changes experienced since 1994 are reflected in the change of emphasis from nature conservation to natural resource management.
Natural resource management entails the management of the natural resources so as to ensure sustainability. This includes the management of natural resource harvesting. For example, if an area is ear-marked to be burned, the management team will inform the community and allow them to harvest that area before the burn is put in. Harvesting takes place according to a schedule and in the presence of Parks Board officials. This is to avoid overexploitation and to ensure the safety of the harvesters.
This new approach to the environment poses a new challenge: not one of preserving by keeping people out, but one of managing by making people part, making them part of conservation while simultaneously allowing them to share in the benefits of the natural environment. What follows is a tentative exposition of some of the challenges faced by all involved in rural development, notably national and provincial government departments, in utilizing natural resources wisely in combating poverty without entirely depleting them and thereby leaving future generations with no legacy. This exposition is illustrated with some examples of successes that have been achieved.
Some challenges

Conservation legacy
Past policies and approaches have created the impression of public and private conservation areas as closed entities to which surrounding communities are allowed only restricted entrance. Trespassing resulted in arrest, persecution and fines. Conservation areas were off limits to all but the paying tourists. Poaching occurred and protection of property against wild animals resulted in the killing of protected game.
Eight years after the democratization of South Africa the perception of conservation areas as being off limits to local communities persists in some areas. This perception has to be changed, not only in the minds of communities but also in those of officials.
Fortunately, some progress has been made in changing such perceptions. In some conservation areas in Mpumalanga a decline in game poaching is reported. In addition, most of the poaching that occurs is not instigated by members of communities surrounding the conservation areas. This may indicate an improvement in perceptions of conservation and better collaboration between officials and surrounding communities.
Rural poverty
Conservation areas are located in the rural hinterland of South Africa. Attempts at rural development by former homeland governments failed dismally, and consequently the highest rates of unemployment and lowest levels of infrastructural development are found in rural South Africa. Not surprisingly, the predominantly rural Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal are the poorest provinces in South Africa (PIR, 1998, p. 2) . The best-known conservation areas of South Africa are located in or border on these provinces.
In the face of unemployment and poverty it is to be expected that communities will rely heavily on natural resources to supplement their meagre means of living. In the Bushbuckridge area, for instance, the Mariepskop state forest is being utilized by the adjacent community as a woodlot and a grazing area for cattle. The natural resources available for human consumption are, however, limited while the needs of a growing and poverty stricken population seem to surpass what nature can provide.
To better address rural poverty and optimally utilize and conserve the natural environment, initiatives like the government's Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Programme (ISRDP) need to be implemented and supported. This initiative should not only improve infrastructure and social services but should also reduce reliance on natural resources while stimulating the exploitation of the natural environment as the key ingredient in the tourist industry.
Development programmes and approach
No two conservation areas are similar. The circumstances and needs of surrounding communities also differ. The uniqueness of each area means that development initiatives and programmes have to be tailor-made for each area. It is therefore not possible to design a blueprint or master plan to be implemented throughout the country or even throughout one province. At best, general guidelines and principles can be designed. But the content of a development plan has to be dictated by the unique conditions of the targeted area (e.g. size and location of the community, availability of infrastructure, level of education, nature and 'product' of conservation area, type of other economic activities in the surrounding area).
In addition to area-specific development programmes, a sensible approach that will ensure lasting results needs to be followed. For the authors, community development provides such an approach. The community development approach requires participation, it allows for learning to take place, for small-scale projects to be undertaken, for the empowerment of people, ownership of the product, adaptation of a project, simplicity in execution, release from poverty and, finally, it addresses the abstract human needs of an improved self-image and self-reliance (Swanepoel and De Beer, 2000, pp. 24-29) . It is thus an approach that combats dependency and assists communities to become equal partners who take the initiative in their own development. This is a very attractive approach, especially in the South Africa of today where people-centred development receives the support of government. Unfortunately, misunderstanding and misuse of the approach characterize the conceptualization of community development espoused by some members of the development fraternity.
Community development as a PR exercise
Many government departments, parastatals and private funding initiatives claim to support community development. The government and parastatal institutions tend to establish sections or directorates and appoint people with designations such as community workers, extension officers and field staff. These officials are then tasked with implementing community development projects and programmes. Often, however, these structures perform a public relations or window dressing function. Their activities appear to be directed primarily towards enhancing the politically correct partnership between the institution and the community.
Private sector donors frequently require tangible results as evidence of their contribution. This type of conditional funding tends to favour the creation of visible monuments, for example a classroom, a market site or a clinic. Usually, however, the needs for funding within the community are of a more capacity-building nature, such as skills development. Of course, projects that address abstract needs in community development are seldom as measurable as those of an infrastructural nature.
Misunderstanding of the community development process
Community development and community empowerment are currently buzz words on the development scene. Among officials the general and incorrect understanding of this concept is that communities must be made part of and be involved in the development project or programme designed and implemented by the agency -be it government or parastatal. The radical view of community development, to which we adhere, sees community development as '. . . a bottom-up process. The end result will be that the people enjoy ownership of development which they will execute in a responsible and enlightened way' (De Beer and Swanepoel, 1998, p. 102) . Of course, this assumes that rights are balanced by responsibilities and that communities are capacitated to assume ownership.
Poor communities are still viewed by many officials and experts as passive, lacking initiative and waiting for an outsider to come and develop them. These communities have, in fact, survived over many years in spite of past negligence on the part of government. Still others have survived in spite of the attempts of government and well-meaning NGOs to develop them. Understanding the community development process also requires an understanding of the deprivation trap (Chambers, 1983) , characterized by the isolation in which communities find themselves. This isolation is reinforced by poverty, physical weakness, powerlessness and vulnerability. Comprehension of the deprivation trap is a requirement for anybody attempting to understand the socioeconomic conditions within poor communities and the political processes among their members. Only if these conditions and processes are grasped and appreciated can an outsider attempt to address sustainable environmental development with communities as partners.
Multiplicity of official stakeholders -the need for coordination
Since 1994, the government has been following a people-centred development approach. As a consequence, officials are required to participate with communities and much funding has become available for poverty relief, capacity building and participatory development. Government departments are mandated to disburse these funds and the performance of both officials and government is measured in terms of their capacity to spend budgets.
One of the major consequences of this drive to spend money is that many projects are undertaken and completed without planning for (let alone thinking of) the future. The results are damaging to development, for example:
• Clinics are erected without a long-term budget for their maintenance and staffing.
• Markets are erected, but a community-based forum to manage them is not elected and trained.
• Quality improvement of curio production is promoted, but improved marketing is neglected.
• Skills training is provided by a number of institutions, competing for a limited job market, e.g. in tourism.
The Blyde River Canyon Nature Reserve is a case in point. This is a prime tourist spot surrounded by a population of about 50,000 people. In the recent past, at least eight separate attempts at tourism development projects have been launched. These projects were uncoordinated, competed in a specific and limited market and therefore met with limited success.
There are, of course, exceptions to the failures listed above. Some projects do plan, train and budget for the management, maintenance and staffing of infrastructure and services after the 'completion' of a project. But these are the exception. It must also be noted that the culprits are not only government and parastatal agencies. Some NGOs and other NPOs (non-profit organizations) fall into the same trap of viewing a project as being completed once the physical product or training session is delivered. Yet the hard work of making the project self-sustaining only starts at this stage, when the crucial support of donors and government is lost. The failure of the product of a project to become institutionalized is regularly attributed to the community: its unwillingness to take responsibility, its lack of capacity or, crudely, its lack of gratitude for what is being done for it.
The pouring in of resources occurs in environments of poverty where almost all types of services and infrastructure are needed. In such environments a pooling of resources is required. Above all, the identification of needs, the implementation of projects and the evaluation of their successes and failures require coordination. Coordination will, however, only be achieved when the community is made fully part of the process, when competent and well-paid officials are made available at grass-roots level and when government departments provide the political will to make it succeed. In the present constitutional dispensation in South Africa, local government (the municipal level) is mandated to perform this function.
Finding a fit between conservation and tourism
The contribution made by conservation to development is limited to the use of available natural resources. The true potential of development opportunities in conservation areas lies within the tourist sector. This is often an irony as most game and nature reserves are located in rural areas and are often the only active role-players in the area in comparison to other government departments.
The encouragement of tourism in and around conservation areas has the potential to contribute to successful projects in employment creation, social services provision and partnerships in the sustainable use of natural resources. Tourism projects have the added benefit that they draw in external financial resources to promote the local economy. The limited local capital is supplemented in this way. The less communities depend on the use of natural resources, the greater the chances that sustainable environmental development will succeed.
The community as a partner in conservation management
Without community participation, conservation of the natural environment will become increasingly impossible. In an environment of poverty, natural resources will be exploited to extinction if the products and tourist potential of conservation areas are not managed with surrounding communities and to their benefit.
A successful partnership depends to a large degree on knowledge and attitude. As long as both parties understand what is expected of them, and as long as they are committed to this, success is within reach. The attitude from the agency side sometimes seems to be that management will not tolerate a situation in which communities tell management how to run its reserve. On the other hand, an attitude by community leaders of simply demanding rights, an unwillingness to negotiate and accept a share of the responsibility, will also stand in the way of a successful partnership.
During the past few years, South Africa has experienced the positive results of community partnership in conservation. In the conservation areas served by the Mpumalanga Parks Board, community partnerships have shown positive results. In the Blyde River Canyon Nature Reserve conservation area, for example, a noticeable decline in poaching has occurred. In 90% of the instances where poaching still occurs, the culprits are from areas other than those adjacent to the area. In the last few years, so-called problem communities like Songimvelo have become responsible by cooperating with management and field staff in the harvesting of natural resources, while at Mashushe Shongwe the community agreed to contribute tribal land towards the enlargement of conservation areas.
But for nature conservation to be sustainable, three things need to happen:
• The conservation agency needs to understand development and its implications and needs to plan its development initiatives accordingly.
• Affected communities need to undergo intensive capacity building regarding the uniqueness of their environment and the link between tourism, conservation and sustainable development.
• Most importantly, the two groups need to respect each other's knowledge and perceptions and to work towards a shared vision, understanding and development approach.
It should be noted, however, that even where good working relationships with communities have been forged and even though they may be involved in conservation management, not all problems will suddenly disappear. Poaching will still happen, natural resources may still be used unwisely and miscommunication between a community and an agency may still occur. However, the scale of such unsustainable and development-threatening activities is likely to decline to a manageable level. Thus, with goodwill on both sides, proper training and a will to achieve success, there could be a vibrant relationship to the benefit of both parties and, consequently, to the benefit of sustainable environmental development.
Case study: African Cuisine -success in the making?
Encouraging sustainable environmental development does not mean that the projects intended to benefit communities through partnerships should be only conservation related. Conservation encourages tourism: tourists always require transport, accommodation and food. The attraction of many tourists to the Blyde River Canyon Nature Reserve thus provides an opportunity for a tourism-related catering project. African Cuisine is a catering project established on the premises of the Blyde River Canyon Nature Reserve at the Potholes viewpoint. It is a cultural tourism project that gives the (many foreign) visitors an opportunity to taste traditional foods. The project started in August 2000 and is managed by fourteen women from the adjacent communities of Moremela, Leroro and Matibidi. The project is a joint venture between the Mpumalanga Parks Board and the Motlatse Forum. The Forum is a development NPO representing the interest of the above-mentioned communities.
The initial proposal consisted of three phases: the wheelbarrow, the caravan and the kiosk phase. Before investing too much in the project it was decided to start with a pilot phase at the Potholes, using a custom-built mobile 'kitchen trailer'. Eskom provided the seed capital and by using local experts in the catering and restaurant industry, menus were developed and the women were trained accordingly. The menu offered a roti made with a maize meal base and a choice of three fillings -lamb and marogo (an indigenous type of spinach), beef and butternut and chicken chacalaka (chakalaka is a relish made from tomato, onion and chilli). The aim of the training was not to develop a large menu but to concentrate on a smaller menu that could be prepared and served to perfection. The pilot project which proved very successful started selling on site at the Potholes during April 2001.
With the more recent experience of the industry it has gained, the project group decided not to implement the original project plan but to adjust it instead. It was obvious that it would not be possible to maintain and control health standards during the wheelbarrow and caravan phases; in addition, weather conditions at the Potholes would have made it difficult to provide the service intended. Accordingly, it was decided to request permission from the Mpumalanga Parks Board to take over the existing kiosk at the Potholes and thus move straight into phase three of the original project plan. This request was successful and the project has been operating from the kiosk for the last few months.
As soon as all the legal matters are settled, a section of the kiosk will be turned into a restaurant area. The members of the project have gained tremendously in their understanding of the catering industry, their business skills and their self-confidence. The reality is, however that there is still a lot to be learnt from the industry, and this will only be acquired through experience over time. With this in mind one of the local restaurateurs has been contracted full time for a one-year period. His responsibility will be to do in-service training on all aspects of the catering and restaurant business, as well as to ensure that the restaurant and kiosk become financially selfsustaining. The biggest challenge will, however, be to ensure that the business sets and maintains a standard that will distinguish it as one of the places a tourist to Mpumalanga cannot afford to miss.
Requirements for success:
• It is a prerequisite to have the support of all the partners involved in such a project: the local council, Parks Board and community forum as well as project members.
• Experts in the relevant field, who are still active in it, must be involved to provide advice, support and training.
• In this instance the donors (Eskom and the National Department of Arts and Culture) allowed a pilot project to take place so that the viability of the original project proposal could be tested and adjustments made to it as appropriate. The fact that they did not insist on the implementation of the original project plan is a major reason for the success of the project. As a result of the trust, understanding and effective monitoring of changes, donor funding was utilized effectively.
• The project was developed over a long period of time. This not only benefited the project members by giving them time to learn about implementation and improvement of the project; it also assisted the management team to make the correct development decisions for the project.
• The project is managed by a team consisting of elected members from the community forum as well a few advisers.
Stumbling blocks:
• Some project members are satisfied with limited success, and are hesitant to expand and improve.
• Some project members overestimate their own capabilities. Their over-abundant self-confidence is a threat to the project as they lack the capacity to calculate the risks and can make unwise decisions.
• The project manager becomes so involved in the day-to-day operations that she makes decisions that should more wisely be referred to the management team. This means there is a danger that she could compromise the project and/or jeopardize her own position.
Conclusion
We have argued in this paper that a number of challenges need to be confronted if natural resources are to be used wisely in combating poverty. The legacy of protection needs to be replaced by an approach of conservation. Conservation should include managed harvesting and investing in other nature-related projects to the advantage of the rural poor. Community development should be encouraged, based on local needs and on unique local opportunities. Community development should aim at empowering local communities, not used as a public relations exercise. The community development process should be understood as an empowerment tool which builds capacity in communities to take ownership of development. Efforts at development by a multiplicity of stakeholders should be coordinated.
Those involved in environmental management should find a fit between conservation and tourism. And finally, the community must be made a partner in conservation management. This is a tall order, but it can be achieved, as shown by the evidence provided in the African Cuisine project:
• The launch of the project gives an indication of the changes that are taking place in the conservation legacy. Instead of being excluded, members of the surrounding communities are included in an ecotourism related project.
• The project may serve as an example, a small building block, in the eventual eradication of rural poverty through using the natural environment in eco-tourism.
• The project gives the outlines of an appropriate development programme and approach in which an opportunity presented by local conditions is utilized: a need to provide tourists with food but with a local cultural character. In addition, most of the principles of community development referred to earlier are put into practice: the African cuisine project implemented participatory development that allows learning to take place, is small-scale in scope, has been adapted as the need arose, is empowering, is relatively simple to execute, promotes ownership and finally addresses abstract human needs.
• The project has considerable public relations value, precisely because it was not conceived as a PR exercise. The aim of the project was to build capacity and allow members of the local community some share in the benefits of sustainable exploitation of the natural environment. The authentic results of the project provide an authentic PR opportunity.
• The project provides a glimmer of hope that the community development process will ultimately be better understood. The more successful it becomes in terms of participants demonstrating their independence, the greater will be the understanding of community development.
• The feasibility of coordination between a multiplicity of stakeholders is demonstrated in this project. Government, private sector and a community forum succeeded in integrating their inputs in a way that contributed to the successful planning, implementation and adaptation of the project.
• Reaping the benefits of eco-tourism will sensitize communities to the importance of a conserved natural environment. This project demonstrated to the local community, in a very small way, what these benefits are and it may, in the long term, contribute to finding a fit between conservation and tourism. • This project is not an attempt to make the community a partner in conservation management. It does, however, demonstrate that the community can be trusted to add value to aspects within the broader concept of eco-tourism. This may make a small contribution to improved planning of future initiatives by development agencies, may highlight the importance and scope of the need for capacity building and may promote the fostering of better mutual understanding and the forging of a shared vision.
